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had a West of England Society by 1741: in 1752 the Norwich
woolcombers left the town and camped out for several weeks.
imitating the Roman plebs, until their demand for the dis-
missal of an unapprenticed man was granted. The London
Brusnmakers were another early union, the London Tailors
had in 1720 "7,000 or upwards" of members. The London
Goldbeaters were in possession of large union funds by 1777;
the Liverpool Shipwrights, by a freak of electoral chance, had
votes and played a predominant part in choosing the two
M.P.s. The Spitalfields silk-weavers secured a regulatory act
in 1773 (which controlled their wages and conditions) partly
through their organization and partly by the aid of the Wilkite
Lord Mayor. The "Original Society of Painters35 dates front
1779; other references show numerous societies of worsted
weavers, framework knitters, Sheffield grinders and other
trades, and printers. The hatters in 1771 had a national
federation.
It was against such a union, "a combination of journeymen
millwrights within the Metropolis and twenty-five miles round "
that the House of Commons received a petition from a group
of master millwrights on April 5, 1799. The petition was-
referred to a Committee which reported, as might have been
done at any time during the eighteenth century, that such a
combination should be repressed, and power be given to the
magistrates to fix millwrights' wages. But this procedure,
which had been universally accepted in the earlier part of the
century, was now being seriously questioned, ever since the
repeal of the Woollen Cloth-Weavers' Act in 1757. It was
doubted whether the power of magistrates to fix wages was-
salutary, though whether the discouragement of combination
was equally unwise was not 'even considered. Wilberforce,
whose zeal for negro liberty was only equalled by his enthusiasm
for repressing insubordination in white workers, took the oppor-
tunity to demand that the affair of the millwrights be used as
an occasion to introduce a general law against combinations.
After a certain amount of parliamentary delay, Wilberforces&
proposal was adopted, and the bill was passed wth too great
speed for any effective opposition to be organized. When it
was law, protests began to pour in, and an amending bill was,